ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
ince the past few years, the relationship between banks and enterprises has received a great deal of attention by scholars and policymakers. This is mainly due to the interdependency between the two institutions and their growing role in economy. In fact, banks are the principal channel of financing firms and firms have become one of the major engines of economic development through creation of employment. Given their importance and their weight in economy, the bank-enterprise relationships should be efficient to ensure stability of the economic system as a whole as the failure of the former or the later could generate imbalances (Hamdi et al., 2012a,b) .
In modern literature, several theoretical and empirical studies focused on the nature of bank relationships (determinants of the relationships, costs and availability of credits, etc) whereas few studies investigated the duration of the two institutions. The duration of the lending contract constitutes one of the principal components of the bankenterprise relationships as it can influence the negotiation of credit conditions and hence the performance of the firms. Recently, a great attention has been devoted to this issue to understand why some firms maintain a longer relationship with the current lender while some others prefer a shorter duration 1 . Literature provides conflicting results. In fact, some studies show that during financial instability, the long duration allows enterprises to benefit from competitive interest rates and high degree of availability of credits. Berger and Udell (1995), Blackwell and Winters (1997) and Bodenhorn (2003) find that longer duration impacts reduces loan rates for American' SMEs. Harhoff and Körting (1998) and Eber (2001) show that a long duration reduces the problem of asymmetry of information. The repetitive transactions during the time allow the two parts to collect the maximum of required information which in turn will reduce the problem of the credit rationing. In the same way of analysis, the studies of Peterson and Rajan (1994), Angelini et al. (1998) show that the long term relations support the availability of credit at a lower cost.
In the other hand, some studies reveal the negative consequences of maintaining a long duration with the lenders. In general, banks evaluate their clients (enterprises) and grant them credits on the base of their past financial 1 We recall that the duration of bank-enterprise relationship changes from one banking system to another (Hamdi et al., 2012b) . For example, the average duration of banking relationship in Germany is twenty years (Elsas & Krahnen, 1998) while it is fourteen years in Italy (Angelini, Di Salvo & Ferri, 1998) and it varies between twenty-one and thirty years in Japan (Horiuchi, Parker & Fakuda, 1998) . In the United States it is around seven years (Petersen & Rajan, 1995 , Blackwell & Winters, 1997 Cole, 1998) and it is about nine years in Finland (Peltoniemi, 2007) .
results. Some firms, despite their good current position, may suffer from credit rationing because they had bad results in the past. In this case, access to finance became unaffordable and this may hamper the investment activities of the firms. Long term relationship also allows banks to get private information to their clients and this may make fragile their relationship. Sharpe (1990) and Rajan (1992) , opine that longer lending relationships can be nonoptimal because banks can have monopoly information with regard to future credit distribution. Another concern rising from long duration is the hold-up problem (Greenbaum et al., 1989; Sharpe, 1990 ; Rajan, 1992; Von Thadden, 1998). During the time, the lending relationships generate a lock-in problem given that banks will have the monopoly power over the customer. In same line of analysis, when the duration of the lending contract lengthens, banks endogenously gain an information monopoly and are able to extract additional rents from their clients. Those problems may generate some costs for the borrowing firms which usually affect the credit amount and loan covenants.
Following this development, we distinguish an ambiguity according to the advantages and disadvantages from each type of relationship (short and long). So the performance of the firms can be influenced by the benefits and the costs of the duration of relationship banking. The aim of this paper is to test empirically the effect of the duration of bank relationships (long term) on the performance of the Tunisian' SMEs. Our sample is based on 100 firms observed during the period 2000-2007. The empirical study is based on panel data analysis with fixed effect regression. Our results reveal that the cost of credit decrease the performance of Tunisian firms while the duration of bank relationships improves their performance and increase their profitability.
The remainder of the paper is as follows. Section 2 presents data and methodology; Section 3 provides empirical results and finally Section 4 concludes.
II. METHODOLOGY
Our study is based on data collected from 100 Tunisian companies of different size and operating in various sectors for the period [2000] [2001] [2002] [2003] [2004] [2005] [2006] [2007] . For the quantitative variables we use the financial statements of these firms such as balance sheets and income statements. Regarding qualitative data, they were obtained following a distribution of a questionnaire 2 . The performance of the firms is measured by the return on equity (ROE) and the return on assets (ROA). The estimation method is based on panel data technique and the econometric equation is written as follows: 
where: ROA and ROE: measure the performance of the firms; DUR: is the duration of bank relationships measured by the number of years the both parties are partners, COST refers to the cost of credit; Age is the age of the firm (date of creation to the date of the collected data), SIZE is the size of the firm measured by the natural logarithm of total assets, MLTPL is a dummy variable reflecting the multiplicity of relationships, it takes 1 if the company is financed by more than one bank and 0 otherwise, NBank is the number of banks financing the company, RAT is a dummy variable of credit rationing it takes the value of 1 if the amount of future credit granted is constant or has increased and 0 if the amount of credit decreases. Finally, SECT is a dummy variable reflecting the sector of activity; it takes the value of 1 if the firm operates in the industry and 2 otherwise.
In the empirical analysis, we suggest to test the two following hypotheses:
H1:
The duration of the banking relationship improves the performance of Tunisian firms.
H2:
The duration of the banking relationship deteriorates the performance of Tunisian firms.
III. RESULTS
According to Table 1 below, the average return on assets is 2.81% and the average return on equity is 5.13%. Companies built their bank relationships that last 8.97 years on average. The number of bank relationships The Clute Institute varies between one and two (1.74). This low number of bank partners is associated with an average of 41.10% of multiple banking. The average age of this sample is 9 years and the average cost of credit for these companies is 8.3% with a minimum of 5.75% and a maximum of 11.8%. Table 2 below illustrates the degree of correlation between the different variables of the study. This matrix shows that the correlation between different variables is very low 3 ; implying the absence of multicollinearity between different variables of our estimation. The results of various tests are provided in Table 3 below. The Chow test is significant; in addition, the Breush Pagan (LM) statistic test and the Hausman test are significant at 1%. According to Hausman test statistics we apply the fixed effects specification for the model. The results show that the duration, the age and the size have a positive and a significant correlation with the firm's performance indicators (ROA and ROE). The variables NBank and Cost act negatively and significantly while the variables MLTPL, RAT and SECT are negative and not significant. The Firm's performance 4 is positively and significantly correlated with the age of the firm at the 1% level of significance. This means that the older the companies are, the more their market share increases and the more their performance get better. The average age of companies in our sample varies between 9 and 10 years. This period allows firms to have more experience in negotiating the credit conditions and strengthen their position in the market. The oldest firms control better the market in which they take place and increase their market share and improve their performance.
The size has a significant and a positive effect on the performance. Broadly, large enterprises are often more efficient than small and medium size enterprises (SMEs). This is due to their position in the market and their ability to give the necessary guarantees in obtaining credit (Mitchell & Rajan, 1994) . However, this conclusion seems to be in contradiction with our finding since most companies of our sample are SMEs. This leads us to conclude that despite the small size of firms, results indicate a positive and a significant relationship between the firm's size and the performance. Regarding the variables reflecting the sector (SECT) and the credit rationing (RAT), their effects are not significant.
According to the results, only the variable "Cost" affects negatively and significantly the performance of the Tunisian firms. This means that the cost of credit decreases the performance. This negative relationship is justified by the importance of financial charges during the contract. Generally speaking, small companies suffer from high financing costs because of the lack of experience and reputation. Banks do not trust on start-up, they apply a high interest rate which may enhance the cost of credit and consequently decrease the performance of the firms (Degryse & Van Cayseele, 2000) . The duration of the bank-enterprise relationship becomes a sine qua none condition allowing firms to access to finance at low costs and consequently contributes to increase their welfare.
In conclusion, we can opine that the cost of credit decreases the performance of Tunisian firms while the size, age and duration of banking relationship improve the profitability. These results allow us to accept the hypothesis H 1 : the duration of the bank relationship improves the firm's performance.
IV. CONCLUSION
The lack of extensive theoretical and empirical literature analyzing the duration of the bank lending contract and its effects on the performance of firms motivate us to investigate the nature of this relationship for the Tunisian context. Our sample cover 100 companies observed over the period 2000-2007. We used an econometric model based on panel data with fixed effect regression. Our results showed positive and significant correlation between the duration, the age and the size with the performance of the firms (ROA). The Variables NBANK and COST act in a negative and significant way whereas the effects of variables MLTPL, RAT and SECT are not significant. As for the effects of the duration DUR on the performance of the companies, our results show a positive and a significant correlation. The number of banks exerts a negative and a significant effect on the firm performance (ROA) whereas it has a positive and a non-significant consequence if we retain ROE as the measure of financial
